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A SHORT PHYSIOGNOMIC TREATISE IN THE 
SYRIAC LANGUAGE 

Giuseppe Fuklani 
Eome, Italy 

Up to now only one physiognomic treatise in the Syriac lan- 
guage has been made public. 

It forms the XXth chapter of the Laughable Stories collected by 
Mar Gregory John Bar Hebraeus, and has been published on pp. 
149-156 of the edition of this last named work, by E. A. Budge 
(London, 1897) ; an English version is to be found on pp. 177-185 
of the same book. Morales had published previously some extracts 
also of this chapter of the Laughable Stories, from the Syriac MS. 
173 of the Vatican Library in ZDMG 40, pp. 410-456. In this MS. 
the chapter bears the title JLo^sooIJ^oros <*o Jb*>oolo JLlJoi, 
which the editor translates simply with Physiognomistische 
Zeichen. In the edition of Budge the title runs JL».>oaJL> JLJJoi 
JLa^oolL^ofaaSi. Another MS. has JLu^a> J^»»ooI«. ^i- Jb^>{. 

The treatise does not correspond to any of the physiognomic 
tracts in the Greek, Latin, and Arabic languages collected and 
published by R. Foerster in Scriptores physiognomici Graeci et 
Latini, Lipsiae 1892, I-II volumes. However it shows a certain 
resemblance to the treatise attributed by Foerster to Pseudo- 
Polemon (ed. Foerster, I.e., v. I, p. 298-426). 

The divergence between the two treatises lies in the different 
length. Besides that we must remark that the Syriac tract is most 
probably a translation from an Arabic treatise, which in its turn 
has been translated from some Greek or Byzantine original, now 
lost; as only the treatises collected by Foerster have survived. 
There is no doubt, therefore, that through this physiognomic trea- 
tise, embodied in Bar Hebraeus' renowned work on witticism, we 
are able to reconstruct a new type of Greek physiognomic tract, 
which bears a certain resemblance to Pseudo-Polemon, and repre- 
sents, in my opinion, a state anterior to that of the author just 
mentioned. 

I have found another physiognomic treatise in the Syriac lan- 
guage on ff. 9* and 9" of the Syriac MS. or 5442 of the British 
Museum (G. Margoliouth, Descriptive List of Syriac and Kar- 
shuni MSS. in the British Museum acquired since 1873, London, 
1899, p. 49). 
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This MS. is mostly a collection of works on astrology, derived 
entirely from a Greek original and is written in a very peculiar 
and confused hand. It is on paper, contains 153 folios, and is in 
small 4°. It belongs probably to the XVIth or XVIIth centuries. 
The text is in very poor condition. 
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TRANSLATION 

Signification of Characters 

1. This is a bald-headed (man) , who has between his shoulder- 
blades a bone standing upright. Such (a man) is perverted, (a 
man) who does not stand by one word, and in whom there is no 
truth, and (who) is unfaithful even to God. 

2. The fat ones, and those with a great body, are frivolous. 
They always mourn and are far from fear. 

3. Those whose bodies and legs are long and have no hair are 
false and constantly swear false oaths. 

4. And those who shake their heads, although there is no move- 
ment in them, are thinking bad thoughts, and are hatching bad 
plots. 
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5. And those who have stiff legs are bad .... suddenly they get 
excited and are unfaithful. 

6. And those whose, finger nails are wasting away are seeking 
lust. 

7. Those who are tall, thin, and whose head is a little com- 
pressed, are rich and do not converse with women. 

8. Those whose eyes are small and blue, and are not able to 
look at the sky, are bad, and are having bad thoughts, and the mid- 
dle (?).... contentious, rebellious. 

9. Those who are big, and whose bodies are withered, and whose 
eyebrows are strong, curse one another, are seeking lust, are 
thieves, commit adultery, and there is no fear of God in them. 

As to the Syriac text, I have to remark that the MS. has in the 
title instead of ifcCjjsi., JLA^JL But JLA^-JL does not mean any- 
thing in this connection, as it is impossible for me to conceive what 
relation there can be between a physiognomic treatise and foxes. 
I have therefore assumed that JLA^J is a corruption of some other 
word, probably of ifcCiot which has sometimes, according to 
Brockelmann (Lexicon Syriacum, Berlin 1895, p. 402), also the 
meaning of indoles, qualities of the mind and character, being the 
plural feminini generis of Jbjsl, derived from the well known 
Syriac root jst which means rectus fuit, stabilis fuit, that which 
is settled, stable, steady, fixed, firm, steadfast, in opposition to 
what is changeable. The qualities of the mind and character of a 
person are something that is ingrained in his nature, and depend 
on his whole physical and psychical structure and constitution, 
and are unchangeable, fixed and stable. Such qualities can there- 
fore be called appropriately JiCiol. in the Syriac language. Brock- 
elmann quotes I.e. only two passages from Syriac authors, pur- 
porting to bear this meaning of JiCjjal. : 

1. ©iklual. pou oo) ©& t*>l ("W. Wright, The Book of Kali- 
lah and Dimnah translated from Arabic into Syriac, Oxford-Lon- 
don, 1884, p. 390, 1. 25) . On page 58, 1. 18, of the same book, occurs 
the passage IfcCiot -V->- -v< )"-\v< « bearing the same meaning, 
but it is not quoted by Brockelmann. 

2. J La»xu t (So ©)l.oaot^ . «,i\ > > {-••j Jj"-o<_» Jjs,^°> loo) jLo Jba - »■ - JLi*l 
<ao» (-*^->? .(.V)Q>,»o ot\ ooo) f-jLt-3 ott>> (So :^o)o\s.> IfcCiol,* ^^ 
.lUtaA^io livja^o) .Jfcw^J ItAvi .iAidAJ llp*> .(0<»\ loo) l>> J) )oofcoo 
l'SK«y> (oo) J^otKio t-s> .i£o.*a$ (taoojo .tuA\ o)^w (O^o ;-» Lu.j 

.loot I^jw&o f^iojjs* JU*Aoa po> JC'v ■,"> :Jl"«.. M r> 
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(The Book of Governors, the Historia Monastica of Thomas, 
Bishop of Margd, edited by E. A. Wallis Budge, London, 1893, 
Vol. I, p. 346, 1. 16.) In the English translation of the editor, I.e. 
Vol. II, p. 627: "What wise man ever possessed the ready dis- 
position [to receive] all men like unto him? For those who had 
never seen him distinguished and recognized him at once from the 
report of his characteristic qualities, the agreeable appearance, 
the gentle word, the measured step, the bent head with his gaze 
fixed upon the ground, and his stooping position, when meditating 
upon the Holy Scriptures, at such times as he was free from the 
service of the monastery." In this passage JfiCjjsL means, there- 
fore, not qualities of the mind and character, but only exterior 
characteristics, viz. the appearance, the step, the position, etc., cer- 
tain qualities, therefore — provided we can call them so — which can 
be reckoned rather among the or^eia (Aristotle, Physiognomika, 
ed. R. Foerster in Scripiores, etc., p. 85 [p. 805 ed. Bekker] et pas- 
sim) — in Syriac JL^ooojl, as we shall see later on, of Greek physi- 
ognomical science, and not among those which correspond to the 
arinEia in the mind of a person, t& ev tfj Siavoig as Aristotle 
(Foerster, I.e. p. 16) is supposed to have written. The latter 
are the indoles, which are the cause of to qwoixd jta&r)^aTO, the 
objects of physiognomical science. lACiol. cannot therefore have 
this special meaning in our title, as our treatise is a collection of 
signs on or of characteristic qualities of the mind and character. 

The same Thomas of Marga employs IfcO.©!. in the same book 
in the meaning of indoles. Vol. I, p. 292, 1. 4 : ^©tXa ^soi ^£_» 
; . ™ . . < .AJ {iO_e>l; Vol. II, 521: "And because I am a man 
lacking all wisdom . . . . " I should prefer to translate all good 
qualities of mind and character. Vol. I, p. 325 : r ^oJ> hJ> ^lo) <aoo 
\o>M )oJ*>» JLsAa ^AihjLio -.llo^^f ^°?? O-ak^o J , « .. ; "r> 
.«*>©>> JU^Ja »o\taoso JDaaioop) fcsj r e»Jso> (As) .IKlJfll. r ©t^» 
Vol. II, 569. "From these, according to what say the holy writers 
on the ascetic and monastic life, is propagated in the God-loving 
heart every work upon which as by stories the spiritual building 
riseth." It is clear that {fcCj.ol.has not the meaning of work, but 
of good qualities of the mind and character. 

The Thesaurus Syriacus of R. Payne Smith does not register 
this meaning of \%lis>l (Vol. II, col. 4488), although some of the 
passages quoted there could be easily and correctly interpreted in 
this sense : JLo«xM>. <J)fcslij»l <o©6. ,—>*>koo ^-»JLo_3o* i'^o^A ,-3? 
(Sancti Ephraem hymni et sermones, ed. Lamy I 229) ; quantum- 
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vis caecis praeposterae videantur Dei dispositiones. It would be 
better to say the characteristic qualities of the Godhead. 

Sancti Ephraem Syri opera omnia, ed. Assemanus III 210 1: "Ex- 
pia precor animos scelerum conscientia oppressos, nullaque post 
hoc concede maculari culpa, dirutos muros restitue, tuoque adver- 
sus oppugnatores praesidio in posterum praesta tutos. Quae- 
cumque nobis bene constituta sunt expolire el ornare, ne, quaeso, 
dbsistas, donee ad primum, quern dedisti, decor em, reducas." I 
think there is no doubt that Aj.ol» has here the meaning of indoles 
and not of that quaecumque nobis bene constituta sunt. 

: I &v"fCx \ v^to^lu y.3©t!o 

Ebed-Jesu Sobensis Carmina Selecta ex libro Paradisus Eden, 
ed. H. Gismondi, Bergli 1888, p. 47: "Cansiones meae conversae 
fuerunt in lamentationes, et mors corrumpit (corpora) affabre 
constructa, et commutavit gaudium meum in moerorem et pabu- 
lum vermibus f actus sum." It would fit better, I think, the 
thoughts and sentiments of 'Abhd-'Isho, if we translated !AO.oJl 
with good qualities of mind and character. 

No more proof, it seems to me, is needed to demonstrate that in 
Syriac literature we meet with the word {tCiei also in the sense 
of qualities of mind and character. My emendation of I \^ ) into 
Jkl»ol,is therefore on that account at least possible. It very prob- 
ably hits the truth, as this meaning of !fcC«.ol, fits very well in the 
context. 

But this is not the only word I have changed in the title. The 
MS. has jboojt instead of Jboolju But Jb^jol*. only can be the 
translation of the corresponding Greek word crr][iaai<xi or (n\yLzi<b- 
a£i5 ; that is signs or significations. At first sight everybody would 
of course translate Jbi.>oji. of the MS. with treatise. But jboo*. 
has never this meaning. Jbxjojt or J^.»oo*, a Shaphel form of 4^ 
has, according to the Thesaurus Syriacus (Col. 1562-1563), the 
meanings of 

1. signum, indicium, symbolum, ar\\iaoia, ormeicoaig, <rv\i6olov, 
otkxeTov ; 
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2. significatio, notificatio, indicaiio, narratio, notitia, demon- 

stratio; 

3. consuetudo, familiaritas ; 

4. catalogus, index; 

5. praedicatio. 

It would be, therefore, very tempting to give to JL*»*ojl the 
meaning of significatio, notificatio, etc., but similar treatises of as- 
trological and palmomantical content have almost always J^joola. 
corresponding exactly to <xn[iaaiai or OTjixeiooaeis. 

Brockelmann (Lexicon Syriacum 145) registers also the mean- 
ing portentum, quoting the Syriac version of Pseudo-Callisthenes, 
ed. Budge, 1899, pp. 8-17. 

Brockelmann 's quotation, however, is incorrect. JL^ooju in the 
passage cited must be corrected. "We have to read !,^^.o.*., that is 
wtoTayri of the Greek original. See I.e. p. 50 note. Portent in the 
translation of Budge is the English version of JJ,{ and not of 

JbhJOOJL 

2. _©tolk-{ Jbo). I think that Jb©» referred to a picture in the 
manuscript. 

2. .^a^, the MS. has (O-^?). 

3. Jbtvjsoao), MS. JLtkaaaoti. 
6. llo^io, MS - Doalo. 

11. J^o;, MS. ^o;(?). 

15. MS ^ . fi o, perhaps K ,J^ , n a but I do not see what 

meaning k ,fk „ r «> can have in this context. 

16. te^, ^{o, MS. }^......o. 

16. JbCo*. MS o>. 

1. it^*, MS. li^. 

6. MS. JLios, I am not able to suggest a correction. 

7. JL.^o, MS. JL>{jw. 

8. ( .t,ne, MS. ( ^.jj,.s.o. 

6. (Oot-JlLa^, MS. ^ooi-J-jl^^. 

I thank Professor E. Gottheil, of Columbia University, New 
York City, for having made it possible for me to see some of the 
books quoted, in the New York Public Library, and in the Colum- 
bia University Library, during my stay in New York. 

[The Editors-have also to thank Professor Gottheil for prepar- 
ing the manuscript for the press.] 



